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Martin Jaillet 


Figure 1. Vue crépusculaire du lac de Bolsena depuis le belvédère de Montefiascone 
On distingue, à gauche, le profil de l’île Martana. L'île Bisentina s'étire au second plan 


Cliché : M. Jaillet 


Nous nous proposons d’examiner sur le temps long le cas du lac de Bolsena, dans le Latium, qui fait l’objet 
de notre thèse de doctorat et dont certaines observations sont rapportées ici. De l’époque étrusque et romaine 
a la période contemporaine, les eaux d’origine volcanique ont assurément conditionné un rapport particulier 
avec les sociétés humaines, en particulier pour leur vertu salutaire, mais ne permettent pas, a ce jour, de parler 
d’un véritable culte des eaux, en dépit de la présence de sanctuaires a proximité du lac. 


La région du lac de Bolsena : une terre de prodiges 


Tout autour du grand lac de Tarquinies, en Italie, deux îles em- 
portent avec elles des bois qui, sous l'étreinte des vents qui les 
poussent, dessinent une figure tantôt triangulaire, tantôt arrondie, 
jamais carrées. 


Au sein de son œuvre encyclopédique monumentale, les événements merveilleux (mirabilia) et les prodiges 
(monstra) tiennent pour Pline une place importante aux côtés des descriptions que l’on jugerait aujourd’hui 
plus scientifiques de processus géologiques, de plantes ou d’animaux*. Son intérêt pour le phénomène des 
îles flottantes est d’ailleurs loin d’être isolé : à la même époque, Sénèque y consacrait également plusieurs 
lignes dans ses Naturales quaestiones’. Si l’origine du déplacement des îles à la surface de l’eau n’est pas 


Wech 2013 ; Olmer et Roure 2015, en particulier la partie intitulée « L’eau et les pratiques rituelles » ; Dechezleprêtre et al. 2015 
où est abordée la question du statut du sanctuaire de Grand et d’autres exemples de sanctuaires des eaux ; Vurpillot 2016. Voir 
également la journée d’études tenue en 2013 au MuséoParc d’Alésia et intitulée « La vasque et le sanctuaire. Archéologie de l’eau 
dans les lieux de culte du monde romain ». 

3  Plinel’Ancien, Histoire naturelle, II, 209 : « In Tarquiniensi lacu magno Italiae duae nemora circumferunt, nunc triquetram figuram 
edentes, nunc rotundam conplexu ventis inpellentibus, quadratam numquam ». 

4 Sur le rapport qu’entretient Pline avec les mythes et les sources qu’il rapporte, voir Naas 2009. 

5 « Il en est beaucoup de [pierres] poreuses et de légères, comme celles dont sont formées, à ce que dit Théophraste, certaines îles 
flottantes de la Lydie. J’ai vu de mes yeux une île semblable près de Cutilies. Une autre aussi flotte sur le lac Vadimon, un lac du 
territoire statonien » (« Sunt enim multi pumicosi et leves, ex quibus quae constant insulae in Lydia natant ; Theophrastus est auctor. 
Ipse ad Cutilias natantem insulam vidi, et alia in Vadimonis lacu vehitur — lacus in Statoniensi est ») : Sénèque, Questions natu- 
relles, III, 25, 7-8. Pour plus de détails sur la question des îles flottantes dans les lacs, on pourra se référer aux travaux de Sébastien 
Nieloud-Muller dont la thèse, soutenue en 2019, était intitulée « Les cultes des lacs en Gaule et dans le monde romain (11° s. av. — v°s. 
ap. J.-C.). Apports des sources archéologiques et textuelles ». 
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lles flottantes et corps guéris : les eaux prodigieuses du lac de Bolsena 


Figure 3. Vue du sanctuaire de Piana del Lago vers le nord au début de la fouille 2021 
Au second plan, le lac de Bolsena et l’île Martana 


Cliché : M. Jaillet 


Figure 4. Orthophotographie du sanctuaire de Piana del Lago en cours de fouille en 2021 
Le temple est au centre de l'image 


Cliché drone : Benjamin Houal, laboratoire AOROC 
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Figure 5. Sélection d'ex-voto anatomiques découverts en 2020 et 2021 dans le sanctuaire 


de Piana del Lago 
1. tablette polyviscérale 2. fragment de visage 3. phallus 4. fragment de main 5. fragment de pied 


Clichés et DAO : M. Jaillet 
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Heidi K6pp-Junk 


Figure 1. Bathroom in the North Palace at Amarna, present condition (October 2021) after 
reconstruction 
Picture: H. Kôpp-Junk 


Some of the bathrooms attested in palaces and houses of the elite will be discussed in the following in 
chronological order. These are the palace of Uronati dating to the 12th Dynasty in the Middle Kingdom, Amarna 
to Dynasty 18 and Medinet Habu to Dynasty 20 both in the New Kingdom.” 


The palace of Uronarti 


As mentioned above, the oldest bathrooms are attested in tombs dating to Dynasty 2, followed by a priest 
bath dating to Dynasty 3. Another bathroom from the Old Kingdom was excavated in Cemetery 7000 in 
Giza.” Nevertheless, the oldest one documented in a palace was found in Uronati, dating to Dynasty 12. In 
the so-called campaign palace of Uronarti, located at the second cataract and built for Pharaoh Senusret III 
(1872-1853/52 BC), 74 rooms and several bathrooms are preserved on nearly 5,000 m°.” Some of the rooms 
were identified as bathrooms because they show the combination of clay pipes and basins, the latter measuring 
50 by 50 cm with a depth of 50 cm. They were connected to pipes that led under the palace wall to the outside, 
where the water flowed into another part of the drainage system. 

Nothing more but the pipes and the basins are preserved from the original bathrooms, but not the floor. 
During other excavations, however, complete bathrooms including floors and sidewalls have been found as 
in Amarna and Medinet Habu, which will be discussed in the following. 


Amarna 


In Amarna, the city built by Pharaoh Akhenaten and his wife Nefertiti (Dynasty 18, c. 1350 BC), only a 
few of the more than 500 elite houses—i.e. 15%—*‘are equipped with bathrooms, the water of which had to be 
disposed of after use. The bathrooms are not only attested in the houses of the elite, but of the royal family as 
well as in the North Palace, built for one of the queens, Nefertiti or Kiya, but later used by Meritaton (fig. 1).% 


31 For those in Tell el-Daba see Bietak and Forstner-Miiller 2009, p. 109, fig. 24. 


32 Arnold 1997, p. 34, fig. C; http://giza.fas.harvard.edu/photos/17152/full/; http://giza.fas.harvard.edu/photos/30687/full/ (last accessed 
in November 2022). 


33 Dunham 1967, pp. 22-23; Arnold 1997, pp. 74-75. 
34 Grazer 2011, p. 22, fig. 3.5. 
35 https://www.amarnaproject.com/pages/amarna the place/north_palace/index.shtml (last accessed in November 2022). 
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Water as a social border in Ancient Egypt 


Nevertheless, more than 1,000 workers lived around the Amarna elite quarters, who did not have access to 
such luxury facilities as bathrooms with water drainage. 

Often the bathrooms were located next to the toilets, separated by a half-height wall.” The basin in which 
the outflowing bath water is collected can be at the front of the bathroom or offset to the side. This certainly 
depends on the layout of the house itself or the arrangement of the inner, intimate rooms. While it is at the 
front in house 0.48.1,” it is at the side in the North Palace. 

Kemp points out that in the city of Amarna several private houses were built about 1 km away from the 
Nile. Some wells were built only about 350 m from the Nile.” Therefore the distance from the houses to the 
wells was not very long, but nevertheless, several of the private houses, combined in larger complexes, had 
their own well.” 


Medinet Habu 


Other examples were excavated in the palace of 
Ramesses III at Medinet Habu in Luxor, dating to 
Dynasty 20 (1221-1156 BC). One is the bath of the 
pharaoh himself (fig. 2), the other that ofhis harem.” 

Both bathing installations consisted of a single 
large stone slab with a surrounding elevation at the 
edge. The water flowed from the stone slab into an 
open drain and from there into a basin. Therefore it 
is a different construction as in the Uronarti palace 
mentioned before. Nevertheless, the stone slab with 
drain is already the same construction as modern 
shower trays today. Regardless of the question of 
the social significance of water, it should be noted 
that the basic construction of baths as developed in 
Pharaonic times is still in use today. This indicates 
the high level of development of water engineering 
technology at that time. 


Figure 2. Bathroom of the Pharaoh Ramesses III in 
Medinet Habu 
Picture: H. Kôpp-Junk 


Conclusion 


Bathrooms with water disposal were available only to the upper social classes, while they are not docu- 
mented for the lower levels of society. However, this did not cause a water shortage or lack of hygiene for the 
lower population groups, as access to water for personal purification was always available through the Nile and 
its canals, even if the way to get there may have been longer than if one had had a well in one’s own garden. 

In the workman’s village of Deir el-Medineh, no installations were found referring to bathrooms or toilets. 
There may have been mobile options that are not architecturally or archaeologically evident in the houses, in 
the form of water vessels and bowls, or other washing utensils being used within the house. The water would 
then have had to be collected in bowls, for example. Again, the used bathing water had to be disposed of far 
enough away from the settlement so that the walls were not damaged by the moisture. Textual evidence refers 
to the fact that people cleansed themselves in the Nile, along canals or in ponds, as mentioned in different 
papyri as well as in the so-called Pyramid Texts.“ 

Therefore, the presence of bathrooms in the houses of the upper class and the royal family underlines the 
social differences, but apparently had no health disadvantages for the lower social classes. 


36 Borchardt and Ricke 1980, p. 195. 

37 Borchard and Ricke 1980, p. 193, fig. 28. 

38 K6pp-Junk 2022, fig. 2. 

39 Kemp 1991, p. 291. 

40 Spence 2012, p. 75; Driaux 2011, p. 140, fig. 3-4. 

41 Donadoni 2000, p. 173. 

42 Decker 1975, col. 598; Müller 1980, col. 668; Pyramid Text 1164, Pyramid Text 519, 1247; Papyrus Anastasi I, 27, 4; Pije stela 
(Schafer 1905 = Urkunden III 8, 15-16). 
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